SUMMARY The role of maternal age in chromosomal non-disjunction was investigated by studying 51 families in whom the origin of the meiotic anomaly had been identified. Results of this study were compared with previously published data. This comparison did not show any difference in mean maternal age, nor in distribution of maternal ages when the origin of non-disjunction was maternal, or paternal, or occurred at the first or second meiotic division. These results make questionable the role of maternal age in the birth of Down's syndrome children.
The increased risk of older women giving birth to a child with trisomy 21 has been known for many years.' Penrose and Smith2 in their analysis of published reports concluded that there were two maternal age distributions: "one in which the maternal age is not a significant factor, and the other in which the maternal age is a fundamental influence". These comments were based on the observed livebirth incidence of trisomy 21. Until recently the majority of studies in this field have been based on similar birth data. 3 With the advent of quinacrine fluorescence techniques, many chromosome variants have been revealed, allowing workers to evaluate parental and meiotic origin of individual chromosomes.4-12 The aim of this report was to study the origin of non-disjunction as a function of parental age using data from previous publications and our own results.
Material and methods
Seventy consecutive cases of trisomy 21 and their parents, referred to us from August 1977 to December 1978, were examined cytogenetically. These cases came from a large region, but mainly (52/70) from the department of Bouches-du-Rhone. During the same period, 28 Although to our knowledge the present study is the largest published one of its kind, the number of Regardless of whether non-disjunction is of paternal or maternal origin, there is a shift in the age distribution of mothers of trisomy 21 children with respect to the general population. There is an excess of older mothers at the birth of affected offspring (table 3; fig 1) .
There was no significant difference between the maternal ages in groups where non-disjunction was of either paternal or maternal origin (table 4, 5). 
